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A Metaphor in Beowulf 2487a:
gfthelm

toglad

by ScottGwara
IN

many respects the Beowulf-poet'sart defies comparison,as few

authors from pre-Conquest England match his linguistic sophistication.' Perhaps one failing of readers has therefore been to define
words without serious scrutiny where the sense seems obvious. The
poet's depiction of Ongenpeow's death serves as an object lesson, for
one half-line in the episode has been misconstrued in dictionaries, glossaries, and translations. Line 2487a, gi0helm toglad,occurs in a scene
describing the death of Ongenpeow, king of the Scylfings:
Pa ic on morgne gefragn maegoberne
billes ecgum on bonan staelan,
PaerOngenpeow Eoforesniosao;
guOhelmtoglad, gomela Scylfing
hreas <heoro>blac; hond gemunde
faehbogenoge, feorhswengene ofteah.
(2484-89)
Critics have devised any number of interpretations of this verse, but
most agree on the general sense "the battle-helm split."2 Yet the nominal
I I am gratefulto my colleagues, ProfessorsDorothy Disterheft,Universityof South
Carolina,George Brown,StanfordUniversity,and Roy Liuzza,TulaneUniversity,who
carefullyread and commentedon a draftof this paper,to my greatadvantage.
2 Thefollowingaresamplereadingsfromeditionsand translationsof Beowulf
:Gerhard
Nickel, Beowulf(vol. iii, Konkordanz
undGlossar),ed. JurgenStrauss(Heidelberg:C. Winter, 1982), s.v.gi0helm:"Kampfhelm";
s.v. tiglfdan:"zerbersten";
David Wright,Beowulf
(New York:Penguin, repr. 1976),85: "His helmet was split apart";C. L. Wrenn,Beo-
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compound giuJhelm
arguably cannot mean "helmet" in this context, and
the verb tbglidanis even less likely to mean "split"or "shear."Moreover,
the collocation -helm+ tbglhdan
exists as an idiom apparently familiar
to the poet. In my view, gu0helm literally denotes a "battle-shroud,"
metaphorically the fury of war, which dissipates as Ongenpeow falls
dead.
Although I cannot find any references to the origin of current translations for the collocation gu0helm toglad,3they may rest on later lines
recapitulating Ongenpeow's death:
wulf with the Finnesburg Fragment, rev. W. F. Bolton (London: Harrap, 1973), glossary,
s.v. gudhelm: "war-helmet"; s.v. tcglidan: "glide asunder"; Mary E. Waterhouse, Beowulf
in Modern English (Cambridge: Bowes & Bowes, 1949), 86: "The battle-helmet split";
Michael Swanton, Beowulf (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1978), 153: "The
war-helmet split apart"; Burton Raffel and Robert P. Creed, Beowulf:A New Translation
(New York: New American Library, 1963), 1oo: "Efor / ... cracked / His helmet"; Lucien
Dean Pearson and Rowland L. Collins, Beowulf (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1965), 109: "the war-helmet split apart"; Edwin Morgan, Beowulf:A VerseTranslationinto
Modern English (Berkeley: University of California Press, repr. 1967), 68: "the war-helmet
shattered"; William Ellery Leonard, Beowulf:A New VerseTranslationfor Firesideand Class
Room(New York: D. Appleton Century, 1923), 107: "And war-helm of Ongentheow / was
split in plate and ring"; Ruth P. M. Lehmann, Beowulf:An Imitative Translation(Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1988), 88: "warhelm split wide"; Charles W. Kennedy, Beowulf: The Oldest English Epic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, repr. 1966), 8o: "Helm
split asunder"; John R. Clark Hall and C. L. Wrenn, Beowulf and the Finnesburg Fragment:A Translationinto Modern English Prose (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1911; repr.
1963), 145: "the helm of battle split asunder"; Lesslie Hall, Beowulf:An Anglo-Saxon Epic
Poem (Boston: D. C. Heath, 1892), 84: "The helmet crashed"; Kevin Crossley-Holland and
Bruce Mitchell, Beowulf (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, repr. 1977), io3: "the helmet split";
Clarence Griffin Child, Beowulf and the FinnesburhFragment(Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1904), 68: "The war-helmet split apart"; A. J. Wyatt, Beowulf with the FinnsburgFragment
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1925), s.v. gid-helm: "WAR-HELM";s.v. glfdan:
"IGLIDE asunder] fall to pieces"; Walter John Sedgefield, Beowulf (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1910), s.v. gaahelm: "war-helmet"; s.v. thglfdan:"slip or fall off";
George Jack, Beowulf:A StudentEdition(Oxford; Clarendon, 1994), 72-73: "war-helmet ...
split"; Bernard F. Huppe, Beowulf:A New Translation(Binghamton, N.Y.: Medieval and
Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1987), 102: "Eofor ... hewed the helmet"; Moritz Heyne,
Be6wolf (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schoningh, 1898), s.v. gua-helm: "Kampfhelm"; s.v. glidan: "(zergleiten) auseinander gehen, zerfallen .. . (der Helm Ongenbe6ws gieng durch
Eofors Schlag auseinander)"; E. Talbot Donaldson, "Beowulf," in Joseph Tuso, Beowulf:
The DonaldsonTranslation(New York: Norton, 1975), 43: "the war-helm split."
3 There are no germane references to either term in Angus Cameron et al., Old English Word Studies (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983); in Birte Kelly, "The
Formative Stages of Beowulf Textual Scholarship: Parts I, II," ASE 11 (1983): 247-74;
12 (1984): 239-75; or in Mariann Reinhard, On the Semantic Relevanceof the Alliterative
Collocations in "Beowulf"(Bern: Francke, 1976). Yet others have been unsettled by the
verse, as Caroline Brady was: "nor is [the first element, gud-] demanded ... by a need
to establish a war-like meaning in contrast to that of other -helm compounds in the
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Let se hearda Higelaces Pegn
brad<n>emece, pa his broOorlaeg,
ealdsweord eotonisc entiscne helm
brecanofer bordweal; Oagebeah cyning,
folces hyrde, waesin feorh dropen.
(2977-81)

When his "brobor" Wulf has been injured, Eofor (Higelaces pegn)
reaches over Ongenjeow's shield (bordweal), strikes the helmet (entiscne helm), and kills the Swedish king. It appears that the mention
of a helmet in this context (2979b) has made readers think that the
compound gi0helm should also mean "helmet," and that Ongenpeow's
death was remembered for this peculiar detail. Correspondingly, the
verb brecan "to break, strike" (298oa)4 seems to have been taken as a
variation of t5glhdan,supplying the unrecorded sense "split" for generations of translators. Eofor's sword-stroke, too, could be viewed as
a retribution for Wulf's; Wulf falls when his helmet is slashed (2973).
Finally, some readers may no doubt have recalled other passages of
Beowulf, such as
orcas stondan,
fyrdmannafatu, feormendlease,
hyrstumbehrorene. . .
(276ob-62a)

in which the ornamented plates of drinking vessels "disintegrate" or
"glide off" from rust.5 For contextual reasons, then, "the battle-helm
split" as a translation of gf0helm togladhas achieved passive acceptance
in Beowulf scholarship.
While such contextual arguments are cogent, they nevertheless remain inferential. Significantly, the Beowulf-poet often adds, refines, or

poem (niht 1789b and scadu 65oa)" ("Weapons in Beowulf: An Analysis of the Nominal Compounds and an Evaluation of the Poet's Use of Them," ASE 8 (1979): 79-141,
esp. 85 ff. and 135-36). See Otto Krackow, Die Nominalcompositaals Kunstmittel im altenglischen Epos (Weimar: R. Wagner, 1903), 55-56. Because the Beowulf-poet has invented
other compounds in gua-, some of which describe weapons, gidhelm has appeared as a
typical formulation: gu6beorn, guabyrne, gu&cearu,guacrxft, guadeaa, gudfloga,gudgetawa,
gu0gewaede,guageweorc, gudhorn, gu6hred, gupleo6, gupmod, guareow, gudscear, gudsceada,
gu5sele, guasweord,guLwerig,guawiga, gu6wine.
4 DOE s.v. sense 1. Ashley Crandell Amos et al., Dictionary of Old English (Toronto:
Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1991 [fasc. B], 1988 [fasc. Cl).
5 DOE s.v. behreosansense 2: "hyrstumbehroren'deprived, divested of ornaments' "; cf.
to-hreosan,discussed below, p. 345.
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omits details in re-telling events,6 and such parallelism in depictions
of OngenPeow's death, an aesthetic of modern criticism, may have no
relevance here. Because literary criticism rests on language first and
foremost, contextual readings of the verse grudhelmtoglad must be subordinate to the philological interpretation of the words.
On the one hand, no contextual necessity demands that lines 248489 correspond in detail to lines 2977-81. On the other hand, Scandinavian versions of Ongen4eow's death, as far as they can be trusted to
transmit a common legend, do not corroborate any detail concerning
Ongenpeow's helmet. If Ongenpeow can be identified as the berserkr
Angantyr I Arngrimsson in HervararSaga (i.e., Hei6reksSaga, incorporating verses found also in Orvar-OddsSaga),7 he himself is slain by
Hjalmar, whose own helmet and mailcoat are slit in the contest:
hjalmaret Pinn h0ggvinn,
en hliMO
brynja... 8
While the name Hjdlmar("Helmet") could have had resonances for the
Beowulf-poet, the disparate origins of the sources make the hypothesis
unfeasible. (Indeed, the irony of the verse rests on Hjalmar's shorn helmet.)9 Klaeber suspected this identification of Angantyr as well, and
he rejected the saga parallel.'0
The connection between Ongenpeow and Ottar Vendilkraika (i.e.,
Othere, Ongenpeow's son in Beowulf) from Ynglinga Saga in Snorri
Sturluson's Heimskringla is more germane but little more revealing.
Augmenting a copy of Ijo6olfr's Ynglingatal,Snorri Sturluson attributes
the death of Ottarr to the characters Vottr and Fasti, but details about
6The re-castings occur mainly in Beowulf's dramatization to Hygelac of his fight
with the Grendelkin. But intcidents need to be reconciled even in trivial matters, as when
Hygelac is described as bona Ongenteoes (1968a). On variant narratives in a homily, see
Paul E. Szarmach, "Three Versions of the Jonah Story: An Investigation of Narrative
Technique in Old English Homilies," ASE 1 (1972): 183-92.
7 Christopher Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrekthe Wise (Edinburgh: Thomas Nelson
and Sons, 1960), viii (see Appendix A [III, pp. 69-72 for a comparison of the common
verses); R. Boer, Orvar-OddsSaga (Leiden, 1888), 96-106. For a somewhat outdated view
of Scandinavian parallels to Beowulf, see Kemp Malone, The LiteraryHistory of Hamlet
(repr. New York: Haskell House, 1964), 117-78.
8Tolkien, Heidrik, 7: "cleft is your helmet / and the coat on your side"; cf. 8, slitna
brynju ("slit is my corselet").
9 The Beowulf-poet does remark on the injury done to Wulf, whose role parallels Hjalmar's: "ac he him on heafde / helm ar gescer" (2973). Hjalmar is slain in the Scandinavian sources, whereas Wulf is only injured in Beowulf.
'0 F. Klaeber, Beowulf, 3rd ed. (Boston: D. C. Heath, 1950), xlii-xliii.
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a helm cannot be found in either text." While Saxo recounts a similar
legend in the HistoriaDanorum,he likewise fails to mention the exact
manner of Ongenteow's (i.e., (5ttarr's)death.'2Ari's Islendingabok
and
HistoriaNorvegiaealso omit any pertinent details.'3Hence, translating
giahelm t5ghddas "thebattle-helmsplit" need not rest on any pseudohistorical element discoverablein Germaniclegend or on any subtle
textual congruity. On the contrary,a philological exploration of the
half-lineexposes a metaphor,which has been overlooked since the 1815
editioprincepsof Beowulf.

A study of the simplex helmand nouns compounded from it reveals
some unobservedfacts, particularlyrelatingto the compounds. By my
count, about8o occurrencesof helmare attestedin Old Englishverse,40
in prose, and 40 in glosses, in addition to 5 ambiguous attestationsand
one presumablyhypocoristicproper name.'4In these contexts polysemous helmhas a variety of meanings.
SENSES

POETRY

protector/lord

39

PROSE
20

GLOSSES
24

helmet

37

0

0

foliage (of trees)
covering, sky, protection
skull, head

4
?2
o

5
o
1

0

8
2

ed. BjarniAoalbjarnarson,fslenzk Fornrit 26-28
11Snorri Sturluson, Heimskringla,
(Reykjavlk: HiO islenzka Fornritaf&lag,1941-51), 54-55.
12J.Olrik and H. Raeder,SaxonisGestaDanorum(Hannover:Levin and Munksgaard,
1931-57), 138-39.
13 Ari Thorgilsson,Islendingab6k,
ed. JakobBenediktsson,IslenzkFornrit1 (Reykjavik:
Hio fslenzka Fornritaf6lag,1968),27; and Gustav Storm,ed., Monumenta
HistoricaNorvegiae (Oslo: Alas and Wahl, 1973).
140E helmderives from PIE *kel(+PIE infix *-mo-)and is related to OIcel hjdlmr,

OFris,OS, OHG helm,and Goth hilms.The Germanicsimplexalso denotes "protection"
or "shelter";see WinfredPhilippLehmann,A GothicEtymological
Dictionary(Leiden:E.J.
Brill, 1986), 10, 67, 174, 183, 189, 193; Sigmund Feist, VergleichendesWbrterbuchder goth-

ischenSprache(Halle:M. Niemeyer, 1923);Alois Walde,Vergleichendes
Worterbuch
derindogermanischen
Sprachen
(Berlin:W. de Gruyter,1927-32), I: 442. For my semanticstudy
and word-counts,I have relied on Antonettedi Paolo Healey and RichardL. Venezky,
A Microfiche
to Old English(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1980),
Concordance
although I have checked the published sources cited there whenever possible. Abbreviationscan be found in the Listof TextsandIndexof Editions.
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OE helm in the second category is widely attested to mean "helmet,"
and the frequency of this poetic sense has, I think, misled readers in
certain ambiguous cases.'5 By contrast, most compounds in which helm
forms either the first or second element are rare in the lexicon. In the
following list, words marked by (V) are found only in verse, by (P) only
in prose, and by (G) only in glosses (hapaxlegomenaare designated by *).

*banhelm
(V),lyfthelm(V),mist(V),grimhelm(V),hxleJhelm/heolodhelm
helm (V), nihthelm(V), *sceaduhelm
(V), sundhelm(V), cynehelm(P),
(P), helmberend
(="warrior"
*isenhelm(G), *leperhelm
(G), wuldorhelm
(G).16
in V, ="crown of a tree" in G), *helmweard
An examination of these attestations reveals an unnoticed fact about
compounds formed from the simplex helm. Many of them denote a
physical or metaphorical covering: darkness, mist, shadow, or disguise.
In fact, some of the compounds which scholars once believed to mean
"helmet" have uncertain etymologies or mistaken meanings.
OE hxleahelmfound in GenesisB represents an equivocal case. A devil
physically straps on (ful heardegeband. . . spenn mid spangum,444b-45a)
a helmet (hxleahelm,444a) as he prepares to tempt Eve (angan hine pa
gyrwan, 442a):
Angan hine pa gyrwan godes andsaca,
fus on fraetwum, (hafde facne hyge),
haelebhelmon heafod asette and Pone full heardegeband,
spenn mid spangum....
It has long been known that Genesis B was translated from Old Saxon,
a circumstance accounting for the peculiar term hxleOhelm "herohelmet."17 Eric Stanley has lately shown that haeleahelmin Genesis B
15 See Scott Gwara, "OE helm, hamel,healm:Three Lexical Problems in Glosses to Aldhelm's Prose De Virginitate,"N&Q 235 (1990): 144-52.
16 OE heapuhelmand wxterhelm are ghost-words.
17 On the translation "helmet of invisibility," see F. Klaeber, The LaterGenesis (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1913), 51; and "Zur Jungeren Genesis," Anglia 49 (1925): 371; Theodor
Braasch, Vollstandiges Worterbuchzur sog: CaedmonischenGenesis (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1933), 59; Charles W. Kennedy, The CaedmonPoems (London: Routledge, 1916), 21;
Wolfgang Golther, Handbuchder germanischenMythologie (Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1895), 135;
May Lansfield Keller, The Anglo-Saxon WeaponNames (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1915),
251; Richard Jente, Die mythologischenAusdruckeim altenglischen Wortschatz(Heidelberg:
C. Winter, 1921), 313; E. Philippson, GermanischesHeidentumbeiden Angelsdschen(Leipzig:
B. Tauchnitz, 1929), 215; R. E. Woolf, "The Devil in Old English Poetry," RES n.s. 4 (1953):
3-4; Roland Zanni, Heliand, Genesis und das Altenglische(Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1980), 6970. Timmer proposed that OE hiele6helmmight be an accurate phonological transcription
of OS helidhelm(The LaterGenesis [Oxford: Scrivner Press, 1948], 23-24).
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arose from the translator's confusion over two homophonic elements:
OS heliW("hiding")18 and heli7("hero,""warrior")."9
OS heliahelm
denotes
a disguise or the cover of darkness, either masking devils or misleading the unwary. Hence, both the spelling hxledhelm and the putative
sense "hero-helmet" in Old English must be credited to an AngloSaxon translator's misinterpretation or deliberate pun.20Most recently,
A. N. Doane has translated the phrase "helmet of deceit" but did not
make note of the idiom.2'
Other Old English compound nouns in -helm raise potential difficul18Cognate with OE heolophelm,found in Whale,as discussed below..
19E. G. Stanley, "The Difficulty of Establishing Borrowings Between Languages," in

An HistoricTongue:Studiesin EnglishLinguisticsin Memoryof Barbara
Strang,ed. Graham
Nixon and John Honey (London: Routledge, 1988), 12: "In Old Saxon the compound is
ambiguous; in Old English the different vowels of heolo3- and hxleX- leave no room for
ambiguity." Other critics who have explored the lexical confluence of OE heoloCl/hled
and OS helia have not considered the possibility of homonymy. Hence, the "mechanical
association" of heolop- and heleO-, which George Krapp invoked to explain the spelling
hxleahelm, implied that a translator mistook one Old English word for another with a
different phonology. Krapp intimates that the mix-up occurred after the Old Saxon text
was translated, probably in subsequent transcriptions (George Philip Krapp, The Junius
Manuscript [New York: Columbia University Press, 1931], 166-67).
20The term "helithhelme" in the Old Saxon Heliand substantiates the etymological
meaning. In lines 5449-52a the devil (Satan) wrapped in a helithhelm (an helithhelme
bihelid) appears before "Pilate's bride" to deceive her with visions: "That uuif uuarO
thuo an forahton, / sul8o an sorogon, / thuo iru thiu gusiuni quamun / thuru thes dernien dad / an dages liohte / an helithhelme bihelid" (Otto Behaghel, Heliand und Genesis
lrepr. Tubingen: M. Niemeyer, 19841, 192). The GenB-poet manipulates the figure (if he
understood it at all), making the hxle6helm a literal helmet. The cognate in OIcel poetry,
huliashjdlmr,occurs in Alvfssmdl str. 18.4 (hidlmhuliz; see Gustav Neckel and Hans Kuhn,
Edda [Heidelberg: C. Winter, repr. 19831, 122); and in Hdkonarkvi6astr. 4.3 (huli6shjdlmr;
Finnur J6nsson, Den Norsk-IslandskeSkjaldedigtning[Copenhagen: Rosenkilde and Bagger,
19141, BII 119). The term denotes, respectively, the gloom of hell and the charisma with
which Christ endows Hakon. Similar attestations corroborate the poetic sense of concealment: in VilhjdlmsSaga Sj66s,Agnete Loth, LateMedievalIcelandicRomances,Editiones
Arnamagnaanae, ser. B, vol. 23 (Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1964), 63; Olafs Saga Tryggvasonar, ed. Jakob Benediktsson, Islenzk Fornrit 26 (Reykjavik: Hid Islenzka Fornritafelag, 1941-51), 312; F6stbradraSaga, ed. Bjorn K. Thorolfsson and Gubni Jonsson, Islenzk
Fornrit 6 (Reykjavik: Hid lslenzka Fomritafelag, 1958), 167; Porsteinn Bxarmagnis Saga,
ed. C. Rafn, in FornmannaSogur Nordrlanda,(Kaupmannahofn, 1827), 3: 184; and BosaSaga
Herrauas,ed. Finnur J6nsson, Fornaldursdgur Noraurlanda(Reykjavik, 1959), 3: 307. Non
vidi Ulfs Saga Uggasonar cited in Inge M. Boberg, Motif-Index of Early IcelandicLiterature,
Bibliotheca Arnamagnaeana 27 (Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1966), 71. Perhaps the author was familiar with a common biblical trope; see PatrologiaeLatinaeCursus Completus,
ed. J.-P.Migne (Paris, 1844-), 112.864: "Arma,nequitiae diaboli, ut in Evangelio: 'Omnia
arma ejus auferet' ILc 11:22], id est, omnes nequitias ejus annihilabat"; and 193.318-19:
"In Scriptura Sacra armorum nomine, aliquando ... fraudes diaboli ... designantur."
21 A. N. Doane, The Saxon Genesis (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991),
277-78.
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ties for modern students, for they rarely mean "helmet" in verse. OE
heolophelmoccurs uniquely in Whale,in which a devil snatches a soul
from earth and, enveloped by a heolophelm(heolophelmebipeaht),bears
it to hell:22
tonne put gecnawed of cwicsusle
flah feond gemah, Patte fira gehwylc
helepa cynnes on his hringebit
faestegefeged, he him georgbona
Purhslihen searo si44an weor4ei
wloncum ond heanum, Pe his willan her
firenumfremmab, mid Pam he faringa,
heolophelmebikeaht, helle seceo,
goda geasne, grundleasnewylm
under mistglome, swa se micla hwel,
se Pe bisenceo saeliende
eorlas ond yOmearas.
(38-49a)
OE bepeccanbelies the definition "[a] helm which conceals or makes
At
invisible the wearer" proposed in Bosworth-Toller for heolophelm.23
least eight times in the Old English corpus bepeccanalludes to the obscurity of darkness, fog, or mist, and many other occurrences of -helm(e). . .
bepeccanin Old English describe a state of camouflage.24 OE bepeccan
seldom pertains to clothing, never to helmets or other headgear. In
Whalethe compound clearly refers to darkness or cloud-cover (-helm
understood as the neutral term "covering"), glossed later in the text
with the parallel expression "under mistglome" ("beneath the misty
gloom," 47a).
22 The profile of hell-dweliers as heoloacyn ("a race living in a place of concealment [?]"; "alt. a race capable of concealment, the shades of men," Joseph Bosworth and
T. Northcote Toller, rev. Alistair Campbell, An Anglo-Saxon Dictionary [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1882; 1921, 19721). In the Christ text the passage refers to the shades of evil
men. OE heolo&cynis cognate with OS helid-kunni,found in the Heliand 1411 and 2624. The
term is almost universally mistranslated as "hero-kin" (cf. Edward Henry Sehrt, Vollstandiges Wdrterbuchzum Heliand und zur altsdschischenGenesis [Gottingen: Vandenhoeck
and Ruprecht, 19661,s.v. heliakunni,246: "Menschengeschlecht").
23 Toller's Supplement (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1921) reads s.v. halep-helm,
"Takethis as heolop-helm." Neither term is mentioned in Ca"mpbell'sEnlargedAddenda
and Corrigenda(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972).
24 The following represents a partial list: lyfthelmebepeaht(Ex 6ob), bepeahtmid piostrum
(Met 28.44a), pystrum bepeahte(GenA 76a), prosme bepeahte(ChristA 1z6a), bepeahtemid
pystre (Hell 55a), wintre beaeahte(Sol II 469b), bepeahtonpeostru (PPs 54.5). The verb can
be used in reference to clothes or bodily covering: bipeahtemid pearfanwaedum(ChristC
1422a), leafum bepeahton(GenA 845b). See DOE s.v. be-peccani.a.i, 2, 5.a.
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Juliana47ob further supports the generic meaning "cover of darkness,
fog, mist" for many Old English compounds in -helm. A devil confesses
that he dims the lights of men's eyes (eagna leoman) with dark showers

(sweartumscurum)and a veil of mist (misthelm):
Oft ic syne ofteah,
ablendebealoponcum beorna unrim
monna cynnes, misthelmeforbraegd
Purhattresord eagna leoman
sweartumscurum....
(468b-72a)
Here the devil's misthelm deludes countless men (beorna unrim) with
grim thoughts (bealoponcum).In Julianaand Whale,then, compounds in
-helm do not denote helmets. As in Genesis B these compounds reflect a
widespread belief in the devil's disguise. His covering is physical, for
he conceals himself, and metaphorical, for he deludes observers.
A similar definition of such nouns holds true for lyfthelm, nihthelm,
sundhelm, and sceaduhelm.In the Wanderer,for example, nihthelm must
denote a physical or metaphorical darkness (night or mystery), as it
does in Beowulf:
Hu seo Praggewat
genap under nihthelm...
(Wan95b-96a)
Nihthelm geswearc
deorc ofer drihtgumum...
(Beo1789b-goa)
In Riddle77 seawater (sundhelm)covers an oyster, just as the sea-floor is
covered by the sundhelmin Riddle2 (solution is "undersea earthquake"):
Saemec fedde, sundhelm Peahte ...
(Rid77 1)
Sundhelmne meg
losian aermec late ...
(Rid2 lob-u1a)
In Exodus and Maxims II the lyfthelmsignifies the air or atmosphere:25
25See Peter J. Lucas,Exodus(London:Methuen, 1977),84 note to line 60: "Lyfthelm
ratherdenotes the cloud-cover(dzgsceld79) which is laterrevealedto be the same thing
as the cloud-pillar."The commentthat -helmin lyfthelmis "fromthe languageof protective armour"is unsubstantiatedin Lucas'sedition.
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weron land heora lyfthelmebepeaht ...
(Ex6o)
Brimsceal sealte weallan,
lyfthelmand laguflod ymb ealra landa gehwylc,
flowan firgenstreamas.
(MaxII 45b-47a)
As in other examples drawn above, the use of bepeccanin Exodusmakes
plain the meaning of lyfthelm there and elsewhere. Ultimately, all the
foregoing cases in which the component -helm denotes a covering have
to mean obfuscation, darkness, or concealment.
Interestingly, parallels with the phrase gu0helm toglad become even
more striking when we examine attestations of nihthelmin Andreasand
Elene. In these works the term is concatenated with the verb t6glfdan:
Him se ar hraoe,
wlitig wuldres boda, wic Pingode
ond be naman nemde,

(nihthelm toglad) ...

(El 76b-78)
Nihthelm toglad,
lungreleorde.
(And123b-24a)
These occurrences suggest that Anglo-Saxon poets recognized the
idiom: the covering described by compounds in -helm "glides away"
from what is obscured.
Exceptions in Old English to the sense "covering" for compounds
with -helm as a second element are few: banhelmin The Battleof Finnesburh 3oa, and grTmhelmin Exodus 174b and 330a, in Elene 258b, and in
Beowulf 334b. A hapaxlegomenon,banhelmmay in fact mean "shield,"as
if "bone-covering."26 Interestingly, most poetic compounds denoting a
helmet have the second element -grfmaor the first element grim-, meaning "visage" or "covering."27Klaeber noted that grfmhelm in Beowulf,
26 See J. R. R. Tolkien, Finn and Hengest: the Fragment and the Episode, ed. Alan Bliss
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1982), 88: "Banhelmmust be nominative, either parallel to,
or a mere expression equivalent to, cellod bord.Sceoldesg. is not decisive against banheim
as the name of a different weapon. The word only occurs here, so we are left guessing.
Can ban-helmmean 'screen of the bones (or body),' equivalent to 'shield'? Could it mean
'helmet with horns,' for which there is some archeological evidence? [See Bruce Dickins,
Runic and Heroic Poems of Old TeutonicPeoples (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1915), 64-69.1 Could it even stand for bar-helm'boar helmet'?"
27See C. Mastrelli, "La Formula Germanica: 'Sotto L'elmo," Studi Nederlandsi/Studi
Nordici (Annali dell'Istituto Universitario Orientale, Napoli) 22 (1979): 187.
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Exodus,and Elenemay specificallydenote a helmet with a mask covering the face.28As a simplex, grfm(a)may denote either a metaphorical
or a physical mask, a kind of disguise, glossing Latin terms mascaor
Hence, grfmhelmand giWhelmconstitute the only exceptions
mascus.29
to the observationthat compounds in -helmrarely denote a helmet in
Old Englishpoetry.
is attested in homiletic texts, isenIn Old English prose wuldorhelm
in the Antwerp glossaries,-'and cynehelmin various
helmand leperhelm
sources, mostly homilies.31Almost eighty attestations of cynehelmin
Old English prose from a wide range of texts make the word exceptional in the lexicon.32The term may even have been coined as a calque
are almost certainlyconIn fact, isenhelmand leperhelm
to Latincorona.33
trived by a scholiast intending to write specific definitions for certain
Latin terms.' Moreover,the first elements isen and lepermay be interpreted as adjectives, making the evidence equivocal. Finally, wuldorhelm,found in four prose homilies, exemplifies the meaning in poetic
texts, for it always denotes a nimbus or halo representingsanctity:
. HomS12: Hy beo) fleogende ymb drihtnes wuldorhelm utan ...
(66)
28Klaeber, Beowulf, glossary (p. 347), s.v. "(vizored) helmet."
29 See Bosworth-Toller s.v. grima 1 "a mask, vizor, helmet," 2 "a spectre." Frederick
Tupper, Riddles of the Exeter Book(Boston: Ginn, 1910), 165: "grima.The word, which is
elsewhere used both as simplex and compound in the sense of 'mask' ('helmet'), appears
here with the meaning 'specter."' See W. G. Stryker, "The Latin-Old English Glossary
in MS Cotton Cleopatra A.III" (diss., Stanford University, 1951): "masca grima" (296),
"mascam griming" (306). A compound egesgrimadenotes a spirit or ghost; see J.J. Quinn,
"The Minor Latin-Old English Glossaries in MS Cotton Cleopatra A.III" (diss., Stanford
University, 1956), 209; J. H. Hessels, An Eighth-CenturyLatin-Anglo-Saxon Glossary(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1890); Stryker, "Glossary," 267; J. D. Pheifer, Old
English Glosses in the Lpinal-ErfurtGlossary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974), 31
(no. 569); and Arthur S. Napier, Old English Glosses, Chiefly Unpublished(Oxford: Clarendon, 1900), 190. The Anglo-Saxons described spirits as shimmering.
30L. Kindschi, "The Latin-Old English Glossaries in Plantin-Moretus MS 32 and
British Museum MS Additional 32246" (diss., Stanford University, 1955).
31 I omit proper names from this list.
32 DOE s.v. cynehelm.
33 Helmut Gneuss, Lehnbildungen und Lehnbedeutungen im Altenglischen (Berlin:
E. Schmidt,

1955).

34As calques for Lat. cassis and galea, respectively, see W. M. Lindsay, ed., Isidori
Hispalensis Etymologiarumsive Originum LibriXX (Oxford: Clarendon, 1911), XVIII.xiv.I:
"Cassis de lammina est, galea de coreo." See also Samuel Kroesch, "Semantic Borrowing in Old English," Studies in English Philology, ed. Kemp Malone and Martin B. Ruud
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1929), 50-72; and Herbert D. Meritt, "Some
Minor Ways of Word-Formation in Old English," StanfordStudies in Languageand Literature (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1941), 74-80.
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2. LS 30: swa miccle ma sceal ic Prowigan Paet ic Purh Paet wuldorhelm onfo. (301)

3. HomS i4: Moyses onfeng scinendum wuldorhelme .. . (178)
4. HomU 6: [and] unrim haligra beob gefylled mid Py gewuldredan
wuldorhelme. (41)
The meanings of compounds based on OE helm vary in verse and
prose, of course, but the cited examples are consistent enough to draw
conclusions about gi0helm. In nearly all poetic contexts in which the
sense of -helm compounds is recoverable, either the term does not denote a helmet, or the poet engages in an obvious paronomasia. Unless
it contravenes Old English noun morphology, gt0helm therefore constitutes deliberate word-play. As we shall see, the intentional word-play
shows up in an investigation of the collocation giuhelm tuglad. In my
view, the Beowulf-poet manipulates this formulaic expression and, correspondingly, the expectations of his audience.
II

The second problem interpreting Beowulf 2487a rests on the verb
t5glTdan.The unaffixed form gldan, always intransitive, is attested approximately twenty times in Old English. In verse texts it frequently
describes the rays of the rising sun (And 1248b, 1304b, Phoen 102b, Beo
2073a, Brun 15a). In prose sources, ships, birds, and fish glide. In the
Old English Martyrology,a devil is depicted gliding from a body like
smoke (Mart 5 JA17/A/23).
Unlike OE glfdan, however, t6glldan, which is attested at least
seventeen times, including twice in each of Waerferth's translations of
Gregory's Dialogues, HomU 3, and HomS 40.1, has a narrower semantic
range. In poetic texts, often of the Cynewulf group, the verb is consistently intransitive, occasionally found with a dative of separation:35
And: nihthelm toglad / lungre leorde. / Leoht aefter com, /
dagredwoma. (123b-25a)
2a. El: He of slaepe onbraegd, / eofurcumble bepeaht . . . (nihthelm
toglad) .. . (75b-78b)
1.

35See Bruce Mitchell, Old English Syntax (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985), ? 1o65(a): "when
a compound verb consisting of a prefix and an intransitive verb remains intransitive, the
prefix has an adverbial function"; as Mitchell (? 870) notes, "prefixes such as 'a-, be-,for, ge-, of-, to-' ... are often described as means of expressing perfective aspect.... lIlt is
clear that this is not the sole function of any of these prefixes."
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2b. El:Nu synt geardagas/ aefterfyrstmearce/ ford gewitene, / lifwynne geliden, / swa <lagu> toglideO, / flodas gefysde. (1266b69a)
3. Met: Paer he mage findan / ea0metta stan / unigmet fastne,
grundweal gearone; se toglidan ne Pearf .. . (7.32b-34b)
4. Max I: Hy twegen sceolon taefle ymbsittan, / Penden him hyra

torn toglide, / forgietanParageocran gesceafta. ... (18la-82a)
5. ChristC:Hell eac ongeat, / scyldwreccende, / Pxetse scyppend
cwom....

Hyge wearb mongum blissad, / sawlum sorge togli-

dene. (1159b-63a)
6. Fates:<wynn> sceal gedreosan, / <ur> on eole, / aeftertohreosan / laenelices fraetewa,/ efne swa <lagu> toglideI. (loob-l02b)
Two citations (2b, 6) refer to water (if the rune may safely be intertwo (1, 2a) referto darkness,and two to emotion (4, 5);
preted as lagu),36
one reference in the Meters of Boethius (3) refers to a wall. This citation
describes the crumbling of a foundation, a sense found elsewhere only

With the exception of the Meters,
in Book 2 of Gregory's Dialogues.37
then, the verse texts uniquely preserve the base meaning of "glide" for

the verb t5glTdan.
The citations show furtherthat OE tiglfdanmust mean "glideaway,
glide from." In Andreas, nihthelm glides away, as the following verses
suggest (cf. leordanand xfter): ... lungreleorde./ Leohtxfter com(124).

Cynewulf also understands the verb to mean "slipaway,"as preceding half-linesin Eleneand Fatesof theApostlesindicate:lifwynnegeliden
(El 1268a);<wynn>scealgedreosan,/ <ur>on edle,/ xfter tohreosan(Fates
ioob-ioib).3 In Cynewulf's runic signatures joy frequently gives way
to sorrow. Sorrow glides from souls consoled by the Harrowing of Hell
in Christ C (Hyge weard mongum blissad 1162b). And anger is shed by

those who play board games in MaximsI: "Hy twegen sceolon tafle
ymbsittan, / Penden him hyra torn toglide, / forgietan Para geocran
does
gesceafta"(18ia-82a). In none of these poetic citations of t6glTdan
,6See R. W. V. Elliott, "ComingBack to Cynewulf,"in Old EnglishRunesand Their
ed. AlfredBammesberger(Heidelberg:C. Winter,1991),236.The
Background,
Continental
remarkson p. 234 are germaneto my discussion:"Cynewulfspells out the body's tranand furl and the figure of water gliding
sitory frxtewawith the help of runic [wuynn]
away.... [T]hesignaturelemphasizes]the body's mortalityand the impermanenceof
its physicaland wordly appurtenances."
37 GD 2(C) 11.125.18, and GD 2(H) 11.125.16 (the same context).
38Fora discussionof the verb hreosan,see below, pp. 347-48. OE tohreosan
most often

describesa decayingcorpse.
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the verb connote any swift or sudden action, as the Beowulf reference
could suggest. Instead, t5glTdanimplies a gradual diminution, wearing
away, or degeneration.
Prose texts document the same range of meanings as the verse texts
but in different proportions. OE thglTdancan refer to crumbling walls, as
in Book 2 of Gregory's Dialogues, where pxs toglidenanwages translates
"conlapsi saxa parietis."39Passages in several homilies refer specifically
to gimmas toglidene "crushed" or "broken gemstones" (HomS 7, HomS
40.1, HomrU40.3, HomrU3, and HomrU27). In other contexts, however,
smoke (rec), rainshowers (renascurum), or clouds (wolcen)are signified:
1.
2.

3.
4.

5.
6.

7.
8.
9.

AECHomII, 14.1: ac baer swegde ba stemn. baes heofonlican faeder.
healice of wolcne ... and Paet wolcn toglad. (137.11)
ChronC:IPyilcan geare was gesewen blodig wolcen .. . Ponne hit
dagian wolde, Ponne toglad hit. (979.3)
HomS 40.3: oferlufu eorban gestreona... gelice rena scurum ...
toglidac). (319)
HomU 27: swa laene ys seo oferlufu eorban gestreona; efnes hit bib
gelic rena scurum, Ponne hi nyber of heofonum swy8ost dreosaO
and eft race eall toglidac ... .(1494)
HomS 7: lufu eorOgestreona. . . gelice rena scurum ... toglided.
(158)
HomS 40.1: swylc is seo oferlufu eorpan gestreona: efne hit bid
gelic rena scurum, Ponne hy of heofenum swybost dreosa) and
eft hra3e eall toglidacl ... (293)
HomU 3: Hwi! nyte ge Paet all Paet tofaraeb and toglit, swa swa
monnes sceadu daep? (4)
LchII (3): Sona Paet sar toglit ... (69.3.2)
Mart 5: swa swa rec Ponne he toglideb. (SE26/A/6)

These attestations describe physical obscurities, just as compounds lyfthelm and misthelm(perhaps nihthelm)prefigure cloud (1, 2), showers (3,
4, 5, 6), shadow (7), and smoke (9). Example 8 potentially refers to pain
as an emotion which passes away, just as a wound would stop hurting.
In light of this abundant evidence, an Anglo-Saxon audience hearing
the collocation -helm + t6glTdanwould likely recognize it as a poetic for39Hans Hecht, Bischof Wxrferths von WorcesterUbersetzung der Dialoge Gregors des
Grossen (repr. Darmstadt: Wissenchaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1965); Gregorius Magnus,
Dialogi, ed. Adalbert de Vogiue,Sources Chretiennes 260 and 265 (Paris: Editions du Cerf,
1979-80).
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mula describing dawn or dusk. Indeed, it would be difficult to argue
that the Beowulf-poetdid not deploy the half-line in this way. Beowulf
had earlier described to Hygelac the setting sun in terms reminiscent
of the ensuing darkness of nihthelm.Metaphorically he compares Grendel's approach to the advent of shadow:
SybOanheofones gim
glad ofer grundas, gest yrre cwom,
eatol aefengrom user neosan....
(2072b-74)
The passage recalls the wording of 1789b-goa, in which night shrouds
the warriors in darkness: "Nihthelm geswearc, / deorc ofer dryhtgumum." Furthermore, just before Beowulf prepares himself to meet
Grendel, the poet describes the coming night in almost these same
terms: "si8ban hie sunnan leoht / geseon meahton, / op Pe nipende /
niht ofer ealle, / scaduhelma gesceapu / scri8an cwoman wan under
wolcnum" (648a-51a). The word sceaduhelm
here recalls the phrase toglit swaswa monnessceadudxp in HomU3 (cited above). Use of the verb
scriaan implies the inexorable advance of dusk and reflects Grendel's
approach to Heorot.
The parallels noted above imply that the Beowulf-poetwas therefore
posing a subtlety that has not yet been clarified. Ongenfeow's helmet
does not fall from his head, nor is it "split."Most likely, Ongenpeow's
valor or animus, literally his "battle-shroud," ebbs (glides away) as
death overtakes him. This battle-covering could represent strength or
fortune. Whatever its exact meaning, however, the poet plays on the
sense of waning life with the verb hreosan("to fall, slide") in the following a-verse. Throughout BeowulfOE hreosanoccurs in martial contexts
describing the deaths of warriors (1074, 1430, 1872,2488, 2831),4 but the
verb also signifies the movement or condition of darkening cloud, hail,
or sleet, of falling stones, hills, or towers, of crumbling gemstones, and
of the troubled mind. In the following verse and prose citations, hreosan
boasts a semantic range comparable to that of thglfdan.In my examples
6 and 7, moreover, hreosanand t6glTdanare used synonymously.
1.

El:Da sio werge sceolu / under heolstorhofu hreosan sceolde ...
(762b-63b)

40 Except in 2760b-62a: "orcas stondan, / fyrnmanna fatu,/ feormendlease, / hyrstum
behrorene," in which the ornaments on the vessels have fallen off.
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Wan:gesih. . . / hreosan hrim ond snaw, / hagle gemenged. (46a48b)
Phoen:Der ne haegl ne hrim / hreosa) to foldan. (6o)
Wan:hriOhreosende / <hrusan> bindeO ... (102)
PPs: naenig moste heora hrorra hrim aepla gedigean. (77.47)
HomS 7: Hwilc is seo lufu eorbgestreona, efne bib gelice rena
scurum tonne hi of heofonum swybast hreosaO efne hra4e eal
toglideo ... (158)
HomS 40.1: Swylc is seo oferlufu eorban gestreona: efne bid gelice
rena scurum, tonne hy of heofenum swibost hreosa3 and eft
hrape eall toglideb ... (293)
HyGI2: [elata mens ne corruat] pet upahafene mod Paetne hreose
(25.4)

9. Mart4: bar to cuome stronggestan windes yste, [and] baet se sua
stronglice hrure on oa ciercean ... (MYO5/A/22)
The evidence suggests that the half-line hreas[heoroJblacis credibly appositive, a variation on the preceding a-verse guldhelmtoglad. OngenPeow's collapse after a sword-stroke evokes his loss of valor. The
lapse of his gudhelm,in turn, responds to the condition of his visage,
which turns blac("pale, white") after his fall.41It might almost seem
that the poet has the idiom nihthelm+ t6glTdanin mind when describing Ongenpeow's death. Just as night gives way to daylight in such
collocations, Ongenpeow's coloration pales as he dies: "he fell [battlelpale" (2488a). The lines might actually conceal a metaphor contrasting
the onset of death with the break of day or the coming of night.< Notwithstanding my clumsy phrasing "warlike demeanor" for gudhelm, I
translate the passage: "his warlike demeanor dissipated; the old Scylfing slipped, (battle)-pale."

Universityof SouthCarolina

41 See DOE, blac senses 2.a and 2.b. On the emendation heoro- (or hilde-)blac,see Alan
Bliss, TheMeter of Beowulf (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1958), 78.
421 do not think that the poet alludes to conventional Anglo-Saxon "obits" stating
that someone "chose the (eternal) light" at death. See Thomas D. Hill, "The 'Variegated
Obit' as an Historiographic Motif in Old English Poetry and Anglo-Latin Historical Literature," Traditio44 (1988): 101-24;
F. Klaeber, "Die christlichen Elemente im Beowulf,"
Anglia 35 (1911-12): 462-67.

